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 A(lmiralty Inlet is probably one of the most extensive inland
 arms of the sea in the world; from the entrance of the Straits of
 Fuca, at Cape Classet, it may be said to be one vast sheltered har-
 bour. Admiralty Inlet, however, properly speaking, including
 Puget Sound, which is at its southertl extrenlity is about 90 nziles
 in length: t}ere is ailchorage all over it at a depth of water seldom
 exceeding 30 fathoms; there are severa] small harbours on most of
 which thfe Americanshave commenced sxall villages, or as they
 call them cities the largest settlement is Olympia, consisting of
 log-houses, and containing some 300 inhabitants; it is situated at
 the extremity of Puget Soulld; it is not well situated for trade,
 a large mud flat running out in front of it, which is left high and
 dry at low water; no vessel of large alraugllt of water can approach
 nearer than a distance of at least half a lrlile. There is but little
 prairie land in the neighbourhood of Olympia; the whole probably
 will not exceed 300 acres.

 Next in importance to Olympia comes Steilacoom. This is the
 locale whele the military are stationed, to whom the guardianship
 of tbe northern portion of \:Vashington territory is intrusted; a few
 straggling log huts have sprung up around those which have bee
 appropriated as barracks; the soil is poor and silallour, the sub-
 stratum is a col(l clay overlying a mass of shitlgle several feet in
 t}lickness. At the bacli of Steilacoom is a tract of open prairie or
 grass land runlling with little interruption all the way back to the
 Cowlitz River; its length njay be about 75 miles, with a breadth
 vartring from 1 to 3 rtliles; the whole northern portioll of it is Yer
 poor soil, and indeed is quite useless except for pastoral purposes.
 fIere the Hudson Bay Company had their principal cattle and
 sheep establishment: their factory is at Nisqually, some 8 miles
 distantfrom SteilacooIll. In 1849 theyhad here about 7000head
 of cattle and sTleep with some 600 horses; the cattle had princi-
 ally been driven ovelland from Califzrnia, the original sheep had

 been imported from England, antl the horses collected frorn tlle
 various saYage tribes of the north-west; they still keep up their
 establishment, which is superintetlded by Doctortl'olmie as well
 as circumstances mill allow; the Hudson Bay Company have,
 however, lost a gl eat quantity of stock lately from want of sufficient
 hands to look after them. Brother Jonathan alsc) takes a stray
 shot at them occasionally with his rifle, and has appropriate(l n(lt
 a few in that and other wavs. Tile wool from the sheep is annually
 exported to England. 'l'he Hudson Bay Company have a few
 acres of land under cultivation, but it produces little or nothing.
 The Arnericans are gradually closing round the Hudson Bay
 Company, and will no doubt eventuall- succeed in ousting tllea
 from this corner of their territery.

 Besides Steilacoom there are two or three little American
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 rillages along the shores of Puget Sound, one of which is called
 Scatl, another Newmarket: the population of all, including Steila-
 coom, does not probably exceed 150 souls. The soil all along the
 shore of Puget Soullcl is poor and gravelly, and there is little or
 no open land with the exception of the large prairie above men-
 tione(l. The pasturage is of an inferior quality, an(l altogether its
 capabilities as an agricultural settlement have been very mucl
 overrated.

 A considerable trade in piles, squared timber, and lumber, is
 carried on svith San Francisco, and altogether there are 16
 saw-nills, steam and water, erected on the soun(l and its tribu-
 taries, including Hood Canal, Port Orchar(l, &c. lnhere is
 magnificent water-power on the NisquallJr River which Yankee
 Doodle has not been slow to take advantage of, generally speak-
 in>, however, the country is badltr supplied with water-power, anel
 indeed, except at Nisqually, at Bellingham Bay, and perhaps on
 the Sinahomish River, there is sca.rcely a stream to be met with
 capable of turning a mill-wheel, which rllns all the year round.

 Following round the western coast of Admiralty Inlet, we come
 to the entrallce of Hood's Canal, a long inlet running several
 miles almost parallel with Admiralty Inlet, but diverging a little
 to the westward; no arable land has as yet been discovered irl its
 neighl)ourhood; but there are two or three small settlernents, and
 two steam saw mills constantly at work.

 Next we come to Port To^ nsend, a fine harbour, at the entrance
 of uhich is another slnall American village, consisting of some 20
 inhabitants. Here the foulldation of a customhouse has been laid,
 and there are some 5 miles of rich l)rairie land in the neighbour-
 hood. Port Townsend bids fhir to be one of the most thriving
 little towns in the district.

 Oppo3ite Port Townsend is Mthidbey's Islan(l; an island of some
 40 miles in length, by from 1 to 4 in breadth, lying in the centre of
 Admiralty Inlet nearly north and south; on it some 30 Americalls
 are settled, there is a good deal of open prairie land, and the soil
 is superior to the generality ot what is to be met with on the
 shores of Puget Sound; it is, h(lwever, cold and sandy, and the
 island is badly supplied with water; there is no good anchorage in
 any part of it, although vesse]s may find sheltered anchorages
 along the coast according to the direction of the wind. l here are
 not above 10 acres under cllltivation on W0thidbey's Island. Honv
 the families settled here manage to exist is a perfect puzzle to an
 Englishman; indeed the subsistence of the American settlers all
 along A(lmiralty Inlet and Puget Sound is sufficiently precarious.
 Salt pork, salmon, and potatoes form their principal articles of
 diet. A few l)arre]s of salmon are put 1lp on \\rhidbey's Island in
 summer and sent to oan Francisco; about 200 barrels are, llowever,
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 probably the extent of what has hitherto been exported. A
 singu]ar phenomenon is to be observed otl the western shore of
 Whidbey's Island: toxvards the southern extremity, smoke is seen
 issuing from the ground on the beach in front of a steep c]ay bank
 some 150 feet high; on examination all the clay around i8 found
 to be baked to the consi3tency and hardness of a brick and is
 redelene(l in colour; the ground for solne distance is heated some-
 times so as to be unbearable to the touch, at other times only
 slightly. I conceive that the smoke and heat must be caused by
 the combustion of some subterranean bed of coal to whicll mater
 has been introduced. Ne coal has been disconfered on Whidbey's
 Island; it is probably at some considerable distance under the
 surface. The shores of Whidbey's Island, as indeed of the whole
 of Puget Sound and Admiralty Inlet, are lined with the yeliowish
 white clay cliis peculiar to the country; it is seldom that any
 rocky substratuln is apparent. At Nisqually the bed of coarse
 shingle mrhich underlies the clay has been bored through to a
 depth of lS0 feet without any rock being found. Satldstone strata
 ocour on the southern coast of tbe Straits of FucaS opposite to
 Vancouver Island, and coal is reported to have been discovered
 in the Valley de los Angelos on tlle Elwha River.

 It is remarkable that strata of the coal formation, containing
 fossils precisely similar to those found in Vancouver Island and
 the opposite prairie lantl, as Terebratula reticularis, Productus
 semireticulatust an(l Spirifer striatus, have been met with as far
 south as the latitude of 30?, and about 200 miles to the eastward
 of the Colorado River.

 To return to the coast of Admiralty lnlet, some 10 miles to the
 north of P(lrt Town3end is Port Discolrery; this is another arIn of
 the sea, affording good shelterfor shipping; the water is deep and
 the shores broken and rugged; there is good land in the neigh-
 bourhood, and Port Discovery is merely saluable as a timber sta-
 tion, the wood in general is large and lofty, and suitable for masts
 and spars, as well as for piles and lumber, there are merely a few
 log huts on Porb Discovery, where some ten people are employed
 with their oxen in hauling out spars and piles br the loading of
 vessels.

 The next settlement we come to is Dungeness, which is
 nearly opposite to the south-east exetremitzT of Tancouver lsland.
 Dungeness is a roadstead sheltered frorn the west by a long
 shingly spit running out some 2 miles. At J)tlngeness some half
 dozexl Arxlerican families are congregated. The timber here is
 lrery fine; tllere are some 4 miles of prairie land irl the neighbour-
 hood, and there is a considerable extent of leve-l woodland, the soil
 of which is a rich black vegetable mould. Il process of time
 Dung;eness may become a thriving little settlemexlt; it can how-
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 enrer, never be an important station for shipping, as where there is
 shelter the water is very shallow, and vecsels with a heavy draught
 of water cannot approach within 1* miles of the beach.

 Between Dungelless and Cape Classet, the white man has not
 hitherto intruded on his red brother. There are no good harbours
 along this extent of coast, althourh there are two or three places,
 as the False Ness and Clallum Bay, where a 51essel might find
 shelter from the west and south. Neeah Bay close to Cape Classet
 is the only anchorage worthy the name of a harbour: hele a vessel
 ay lie in safety sheltered from almost any winds.
 The whole northern coast of Oregon, as far as it abuts on the

 Straits of Fuca, has an extrernely inho;pitable look. Snowy moun-
 tains, one of which rejoices in the name of Mollnt Olympus, rear
 their jagged peaks to a height of some 13,000 feet, and form a
 sufficiently picturesque coup-d'eil to the spectator as he views
 them frorn Vancouver Island. Between these an(l the sea, low
 rugged broken hills interpose a barrier to cultivation or settlement;
 no prairie land is to be met with. On the banks of the Elwha,
 however (opposite Bentinck Island), a considerable extent of rich
 alluvial soil thickly covered with woodland gratifies the eye of the
 explorer, and on some little clear patches tllere, w-heIe the sub-
 stratum is a rich bluish clay, the natives cultivate the fiIlest
 potatoe3 perhaps to be met with in any portion of the north-west
 coast.

 It is said that a pass exists up the Val de los Angelos to the
 CChihaelas River and Shoalwater Bay, thus communicating with
 the Columbia Valley. Tlle existence of such a pass is, how-
 ever, very problematical, and the unbroken contour of the moun-
 tains gives no external indication of it.

 Explorers in the Elwha country are recommended to be very
 careful of the natives, and on no account to go alone, or, if in
 company, unarmed. The author hiinself once got irlto serious
 lifficulty with the Elwha tribe, having crossed over from Soke to
 obtain some of the Equisetum h-emale, which grows on the banks
 of their river, as fodder for his cattle during winter. They are a
 wild savage race, wllo are at war with all their neighbours, and
 not always unsuccessfully, as sundry ghastly trophies in front of
 their village indicate mith horrible distinctness. The ElFhas are
 probably a blanch of the Tsclallums or Clellums, indeed they
 speak tbe satne language.

 A\lith the exception of the Elwha country, the whole of the
 south coast of the Straits of Fuca is inhabited by Clellums, until
 we come to NTeeah Bay, where the country is owned and inhabited
 by Macaws, who speak a totally diflerent language.

 It is a singular fact, that in each diffierent tribe a difEerent
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 physiognomy is clearly traceable; the diSerence is slight amont,
 neighbouring tribes, and amounts to little more than the various
 sllades in a family likeness; a stranger might pas3 it over, but it
 is readily detected by the habitue of the country.

 The above hastily written sketch will be bund to contain a
 tolerably exact account of Vancouver Island, &e., as far as it is at
 present knoven; the particulars given are all the results of personal
 observation, and the statistics onay be depended on as tolerably
 accurate, if not precisely correct. It will be seen that Vancouver
 Island pocsesses in it3elf several resources, which, if developed by
 a free peop]e, under firee institutions, would tend to make it a very
 flouriching colony.

 The high price of land, when equally good land can be got for
 one-fifth of the sum in Oregons has prevented numbers of people
 from settling there, who were otherwise favollrably inclined to
 do so.

 In the spring of 1851, Mr. Blanchard came out as governor of
 the island; he remained little more than a year, when he resigned,
 being in very bad health. His loss was very much to be regretted,
 as he was a gent]eman in every way qualified to fulfil the duties
 of his position, with credit to himself and with prosperous results
 to the collntry ourer which lle was appointed to preside. The
 present ,overnor has been very successful ill his management of
 the native tribes, whom it is his policy generally to conciliate; on
 one occasion particularly, when one of the Cowitchin Indians had
 shot a white man, lle thoroughl effected the object in view, that
 of putlishing the guilty for the outrage committed, without causing
 any unnecessary bioodshed.
 A prison also has beexl built of wood.
 The examples of Oregon and of California furnish us with

 proofs that the rapi(l growth of new countries is best fostered by
 ving scope an(l encouragement to the exertions of individual
 enterprise, and the progress of a country will be founded on the
 surest basis when that country shall have been settled by bodies
 of inclependent freeholders accustomed to rely on themselves for
 support, and when the benefit of free institutions shall have given
 to each indilridual an interest in the general prosperity.
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Whale Hunting and the Makah Tribe 

 

I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

The Makah Tribe requests a status quo catch limit of an average 

of four gray whales per year, with a maximum of five gray whales 

in any one year.  This level, which was approved by the IWC in 

1997, 2002, 2007 and 2012, reflects the Tribe’s cultural and 

subsistence need for up to five whales per year.   

 

The contemporary Makah Tribe was formed through the 

consolidation of five traditional Makah villages during the 

early years of the Makah Reservation.  The Tribe’s request 

honors this tradition, and asks for one whale per village.  The 

Tribe’s request is also based on a calculation of the per capita 

amount of meat, oil and blubber that five whales would provide 

for the community as measured by the number of Makahs living on 

the reservation today. 

 

The Tribe’s Needs Statement presents information pertinent to 

the continuing cultural and subsistence need for the Makah whale 

hunt in two parts:  a cultural component and a nutritional 

component.
1
   

 

The cultural component demonstrates that whaling has been an 

essential and defining element of Makah culture and identity for 

at least 1,500 years, and remains so today.  It contains seven 

sections.  The first section, Cultural Abstract, briefly 

discusses the anthropological framework that surrounds Makah 

culture and language.  The second section, The Whaling Culture 

of the Makah Tribe, describes in detail the prominent place that 

whaling has always occupied – and continues to occupy – in Makah 

culture.   The third section, Makah Whaling: Pre-Contact through 

the Present Day, discusses Makah whaling through time.   

 

The fourth section, The First Gray Whale Quota Period (1998-

2002), describes the IWC quota2 that enabled the Tribe to conduct 

its successful 1999 hunt.  The first IWC quota was based on a 

joint request by the United States and Russian Federation in 

which the Makah Tribe demonstrated a need for up to five whales 

per year.  This section also summarizes the results of the first 

Household Whaling Survey on the Makah Reservation, which was 

                                                 
1
 The Tribe’s marine mammal biologist, natural resource policy analyst and 

attorneys assisted in the preparation of this updated Needs Statement. 
2
 The Needs Statement uses both “quota” and “catch limit” to refer to the 

limits on aboriginal subsistence whaling in Paragraph 13 of the Schedule.  

Current usage emphasizes the term “catch limit.” 
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conducted in December 2001 to understand the opinions of Makah 

tribal members about the whale hunt and whaling-related 

activities.   

 

The fifth section, Makah Whaling 2003-Present, describes the 

Tribe’s whaling activities since the first quota period.  This 

section contains three sub-parts which discuss: (1) the Tribe’s 

commitment to sustaining its whaling culture through management 

and research activities pertaining to gray whales and other 

marine mammals; (2) the continuation of whaling-related cultural 

activities within the Makah community; and (3) the domestic 

legal impediments that have kept the Tribe from hunting gray 

whales since 2000 despite the IWC’s approval of status quo catch 

limits for 2003-2007, 2008-2012, and 2013-2018.  

 

The sixth section, The Makah Reservation in 2018, provides up-

to-date information on the Makah Reservation’s demographics, 

subsistence resources and other information pertinent to 

understanding the Tribe’s continuing need to hunt whales in 

2018.   

 

The cultural component concludes with a seventh section, The 

2018 Household Whaling Survey (HWS IV), which describes the 

results from the fourth Makah Household Whaling Survey (Renker 

2018).  The Tribe commissioned this survey so that current, 

objective information about the Makah community’s sentiments 

regarding the whale hunt and whaling-related activities would be 

available for this Needs Statement.  The survey was used to 

generate a quantified opinion profile about whaling within the 

Makah community, which continues to demonstrate overwhelming 

support for whaling as an essential component of Makah culture 

and identity. 

 

The nutritional component of this statement is presented in one 

integrated section.  It presents research and information from a 

field of nutritional science termed nutrigenomics, which 

establishes the unique genetic relationship between indigenous 

people and their diet prior to contact with western, non-

traditional foods (Ordovas 2006, Kaput et al. 2007, Fumagalli et 

al. 2015).  This component also presents seminal, long-term 

research conducted by the U.S. National Institutes of Health 

which proved that a tribal diet that includes non-traditional 

foods (like processed and refined flours and sugars) and deletes 

traditional foods is linked to devastating, chronic illnesses 

such as diabetes (DeMouy 2002).   
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Drawing on that research, the nutritional component presents the 

theory that the prevalent occurrence of certain chronic 

illnesses and conditions in the modern Makah community is the 

result of a lack of whale-based food products.  Further, the 

nutritional component shows that greater health in the Makah 

community could result from reintroduction of whale-based food 

products into the regular diet.  Nutritional research that links 

cardiovascular health to the consumption of n-3 polyunsaturated 

fatty acids (PUFAs) found in marine mammal oil (Bang Ho et al. 

1971, Dyerberg and Bang Ho 1979, Parkinson et al. 1994, Dewailly 

et al. 2001, Siriwardhana et al. 2012) is also included. Such a 

revival would be easily integrated into traditional reciprocal 

exchange networks among Makahs and the Makah Health and Wellness 

Center’s programs as has the reintroduction of other traditional 

Makah foods and medicines.  

 

Together, the cultural and nutritional components demonstrate 

the following points: 

 

1) Makahs have hunted whales for subsistence purposes for at 

least 1,500 years before the present day.  Documented Makah 

subsistence use of whale products extends back another 750 

years,
3
 during a period in which Makahs used drift and stranded 

whales before developing hunting technology.  The historic, 

ethnographic and archaeological record conclusively demonstrates 

that whale products formed a central – and likely the dominant – 

component of Makahs’ traditional diet for over two thousand 

years.   

 

Makah whale hunting was disrupted in the late 19th and early 

20th centuries by the devastating effects of European diseases, 

forced assimilation, and the near extermination of gray, 

humpback and other whales by non-Native commercial whalers.  

This led to a hiatus in Makah whale hunts from the 1920s to the 

1990s, a relatively brief period in the context of the Makahs’ 

reliance on whales for over two thousand years. 

 

By the mid-1990s, the Eastern North Pacific gray whale 

population had recovered to a level that resulted in its removal 

from the United States Endangered Species Act list.  The Tribe 

immediately sought to resume whaling and worked with the United 

States government to obtain IWC approval of a gray whale quota.  

Consistent with the International Convention for the Regulation 

of Whaling and the United States Whaling Convention Act, the 

                                                 
3 Archaeological research continues in this area. Recent excavations suggest 

that Makah subsistence use of whales began earlier.  (Wessen 2012). 



6 

 

 

Tribe’s hunt is for subsistence and cultural purposes only and 

prohibits the commercial sale of edible whale products.  In 

1997, the IWC approved an aboriginal subsistence quota that 

reflected the Makah Tribe’s needs and, in 1999, the Tribe 

conducted its first successful hunt in seventy years.  The Makah 

community joined in celebration of this event and welcomed the 

use of whale products back into their homes, communal ceremonies 

and daily lives.      

 

2)  The Makah whale hunt is essential to meet the continuing 

subsistence and cultural needs of the Makah community.   

 

Makahs have drawn their subsistence from the ocean since time 

immemorial.  Gray whales are a predominant component of the 

ocean resources that have always sustained the Tribe and cannot 

be replaced by other resources.  This was true for thousands of 

years and, if anything, is even more true today.  For example, 

halibut, salmon and other ocean fisheries vary in abundance and 

are now subject to national and international management 

restrictions, fluctuations in productivity, and the demands of 

other harvesters.  The increasing variability in catch limits 

diminishes the reliability of these and other marine resources 

on which Makahs have always depended.  Other environmental 

pressures, such as oil spills, changing ocean conditions (ocean 

acidification, hypoxia, and temperature increases), red tides, 

pollution, and other factors beyond the control of the Tribe 

exert additional pressure on the ability of the ocean to meet 

the Tribe’s economic, subsistence and cultural needs.  And, for 

many in a community suffering from high unemployment rates, 

alternative sources of subsistence remain limited.  Gray whales 

are an abundant and reliable resource that have provide 

substantial nutritional benefits for millennia and that cannot 

now be replaced by other traditional marine resources. 

 

Furthermore, for at least 1,500 years, whale hunting and the 

associated activities of processing, preparing and eating whale 

products have had important ceremonial and social functions in 

the Makah community, in addition to their more obvious 

subsistence benefits.  The Makah whale hunt established a social 

order for Makah society, governing wealth, status, marriage 

preferences and ceremonial displays.  Makah whalers, or headmen, 

were at the top of the social order because they could offer 

prestige, protection and resources to kin and non-kin members of 

their longhouses.  The community-at-large also contributed to 

the success of the hunt by processing, preserving and preparing 

whale products for use by the community. 

 



7 

 

 

Makah elders and professional anthropologists trace the decline 

of the social and physical health of the Tribe to the 

elimination of the whale hunt and its associated ceremonial and 

social rigors.  In the community household survey conducted in 

early 2018, 95.8% of respondents expressed the view that the 

Tribe should continue to hunt whales.  Some of the more common 

reasons respondents gave for this view were that whaling is part 

of the Tribe’s treaty rights and culture (it is “who we are”), 

that it provides healthy and good food for the Makah community, 

that it is beneficial for future generations, and that it 

connects modern-day Makahs with their ancestors. 

 

The revitalization of the hunt provided Makahs with an 

additional mechanism to connect traditional Tribal values about 

health and spirituality to modern life.  This was particularly 

important after generations of Makahs had been subjected to 

government policies – commonly implemented through boarding 

schools – designed to separate tribal members from their 

language, culture, community, and ceremonial and subsistence 

practices.  The restored hunt helped to reestablish and 

strengthen the connection between Makahs and their traditional 

foods and way of life and assisted young and old in conquering 

the vicissitudes of modern life.  The Tribe needs continued 

access to the social and spiritual values of whaling, as well as 

the traditional foods it brings into the Makah diet.     

 

3) The vital subsistence and cultural functions of whaling are 

manifested in the 1855 Treaty of Neah Bay between the Tribe and 

the United States.  Makah negotiators, faced with the 

diminishment of tribal lands to make way for white settlers, 

insisted that the right to hunt whales be included in the 

treaty.  The treaty expressly secures the right of whaling in 

addition to the right to take fish, engage in sealing, and hunt 

land animals.  The whaling right is reserved in Article IV of 

the Treaty, and is the only express whaling right found in the 

hundreds of treaties the United States made with Indian tribes.   

 

4) The Makah Tribe, which calls itself               , “The 

People Who Live Near the Rocks and the Sea Gulls,” occupies a 

46.5 square mile reservation on the northwestern corner of the 

Olympic Peninsula of Washington State.  A total of 1,611 people 

live on the reservation, including 1,160 Makahs, in a total of 

560 households. Another 1,532 Makahs live away from the 

reservation.   

 

Numerous hardships exist on the reservation, including a high 

rate of unemployment, significant poverty, and increasing 
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occurrence of drug abuse and crimes often connected with 

addiction such as burglary.  Reflecting these challenges, the 

Tribe’s General Assistance program has seen a marked increase in 

demand since 2014.  Whaling is seen as a mechanism to improve 

upon these difficult circumstances, not only in the subsistence 

benefits it will provide the Makah community, but from the 

rigorous ceremonial, physical and spiritual preparation whaling 

requires. 

 

5)  The Household Whaling Survey IV (Renker 2018) provides an 

important tool to quantify current opinions of the Makah 

community about whaling.  Data indicate that an overwhelming 

majority of Makah respondents (95.8%) supports the whale hunt, 

and that most reservation households want whale products to be a 

regular part of their diet.  For example, 85.7% of survey 

respondents wanted whale meat in their households on a regular 

basis, and 80.4% of the survey respondents felt the same way 

about whale oil.  The results of this survey are consistent with 

the high level of support for whaling and demand for whale 

products expressed in three previous household surveys.  

Collectively, the surveys present a clear picture of predominant 

Makah opinion – that whaling is integrally linked to the 

cultural, physical, spiritual, and psychological health of the 

Tribe. 

 

6) Regular availability of whale products would provide 

significant nutritional benefits to Makahs.  For at least 2,000 

years, Makahs have relied on whales to provide the cornerstone 

of their diet, with whale meat, blubber and oil constituting a 

significant percentage of their food in pre-contact and historic 

times. Although meat may have been utilized less because it 

could not be kept from spoiling, oil was extensively utilized 

with dried fish, other traditional foods, and, in historic 

times, potatoes, bread and processed foods.  As James Swan 

observed from his time with the Makahs in the mid-nineteenth 

century, “all their other food is usually greased with a 

plentiful supply of whale oil.”  Whale oil also was the only 

nutritional product which figured prominently in the ceremonial 

life of the Makah people.  In addition to whales, other marine 

mammals, particularly the plentiful harbor seals found close to 

shore on rocks and islands and fur seals found farther offshore,  

played an important role in the traditional Makah diet. 

 

Whale products can help Makahs, many of whom have low incomes 

and struggle to provide food for their families, ensure that 

more of their fundamental nutritional needs are met with a 

traditional, local food source.  A combination of whale meat, 
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which can now be preserved effectively, blubber and oil will 

assist Makah families (including their non-Makah household 

members) in meeting caloric and nutrient requirements with a 

healthier food source that will also likely cost them less than 

the western foods they would replace.  This nutritional benefit 

also has profound implications for Makah identity and culture, 

as it allows Makahs to connect with their ancestors’ food 

traditions and fulfill the guarantee secured in the Treaty of 

Neah Bay of continued utilization of whales. 

 

Whale products also provide a natural means of combatting many 

of the health problems linked to diet that have plagued Makahs 

and other Native American populations since the American 

government introduced processed western foods such as refined 

sugar and flour, beef and lard to reservations in the historic 

period and interrupted their traditional pattern of food use 

heavy in fish and marine mammal oils.  Research has indicated a 

genetic link between native people and their traditional diet, 

and this may be a contributing factor to many of the diet-

related health issues facing Makahs in the twenty-first century. 

Reintroduction of whale products, particularly whale oil, 

presents an opportunity to improve health results because marine 

mammal oil is high in n-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids (PUFAs), 

which have been demonstrated to have beneficial effects on 

cardiovascular and metabolic health.  While nutrigenomics and 

other dietary sciences may not provide definitive answers at 

this time, it is reasonable to conclude that restoring whale to 

the Makah diet and increasing consumption of this and other 

locally available, natural foods consumed through the millennia 

could confer substantial health benefits. 

 

7) The Makah Tribe’s request for a status quo catch limit is 

predicated on the five traditional Makah villages that were 

consolidated during the early years of the Reservation and on a 

calculation of the per capita amount of meat, oil and blubber 

that five whales would provide for the community as measured by 

the number of Makahs living on the Reservation. 

 

Ethnographic literature and other records indicate that Makahs 

harvested five or more whales annually in historic times (Jewitt 

1815, Swan 1859-1866, Cavanaugh 1983, Huelsbeck 1988, Huelsbeck 

1994).  That harvest did not place an undue stress on the gray 

whale population in that time period and would not adversely 

affect the current, healthy population of the Eastern North 

Pacific stock.  Rather, this modest catch limit request is 

necessary to sustain the Makah Tribe, as whales have done for 

over two thousand years. 
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The Makah Tribe continues to participate actively in the IWC 

Scientific Committee’s ongoing reviews to ensure that its hunt 

does not pose a threat to any segment of the gray whale 

population.  Its proposed hunt will include limits to protect 

local feeding aggregations and will be subject to intensive 

scrutiny under United States domestic law (including both the 

Marine Mammal Protection Act and the National Environmental 

Policy Act) before going forward.   

 

8)  For thousands of years, the Makahs achieved and maintained a 

functional balance with many land, air, and ocean species, 

especially the whales passing through their waters.  In 2003, 

the Makah Tribe incorporated a Marine Mammal Program (MMP) into 

its fisheries management department.  The Tribe hired a marine 

mammal biologist to conduct research, collect and interpret 

data, and coordinate management efforts with other local and 

national organizations, such as the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration (NOAA).  The development of the Makah 

MMP also enabled the Tribe to participate in the scientific and 

management efforts of the IWC’s Scientific Committee and make 

important contributions to global efforts to manage cetacean 

populations.   

 

The Makah MMP ensures that the Makahs’ traditional respect for 

the natural world and the resources on which the Tribe relies is 

supported by modern scientific techniques, data and management 

principles.  The program has the capacity to advise the Tribe in 

managing its whale hunt pursuant to the standards of the IWC and 

United States domestic law. 

 

9)  Whales have played an integral part in the subsistence 

practices and culture of the Makah Tribe for over 2,000 years.  

While the decimation of the great whale stocks made it virtually 

impossible for Makahs, for a brief period, to procure the food 

that traditionally carried the most extraordinary social, 

spiritual, cultural, and nutritional benefits, a restored hunt 

has provided – and is necessary to continue providing – Makahs 

with a reliable source of traditional foods.  And, it is 

essential to sustain Makah culture and maintain the benefits 

secured for future generations of Makahs in the Treaty of Neah 

Bay.  

 

For these reasons, the Makahs’ continuing subsistence and 

cultural needs to take whales should once again be recognized 

and respected.  The oversight and management provided by the 

IWC, United States domestic management agencies, and the Tribe 
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itself will ensure that the hunt is conducted within 

scientifically accepted conservation parameters and will not 

pose a threat to any segment of the gray whale population.   
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II. Methods, Definitions, and Linguistic Conventions 

 

Method Statement 

 

For the cultural component of the Needs Statement, the document 

relies on the interpretation of Makah history, culture, and 

language.  This is accomplished through the juxtaposition of a 

variety of sources.  By evaluating evidence from Makah 

archaeological sites (like Ozette), oral histories, linguistic 

information, ethnographies, and early written records of 

traders, explorers and agency employees, one generates a 

cultural profile that simultaneously integrates and cross-

references these distinct sources of data. 

 

The primary source of archaeological data substantiating the 

existence of Makah pre-Treaty whale hunts and offshore fisheries 

is the Ozette Collection, the largest and most comprehensive 

collection of pre-contact Makah artifacts in the world.  The 

Ozette village was one of five pre-contact Makah villages which 

were occupied throughout the year:  di·ya or Neah Bay; bi?id?a 

or Biheda;       ׳or Why-atch; c׳u y s  or Tsoo-Yess; and 

 use∙  ɫ or Ozette (Taylor 1974).  Unlike the others, Ozette was 

partially buried by a catastrophic mudslide approximately 400 

years ago.  A massive archaeological excavation from 1970 – 1981 

uncovered 50,000 artifacts that were remarkably well preserved; 

these artifacts tell the story of the Makah culture as it was 

prior to contact with non-Indians (Wessen 1982, Huelsbeck 1983, 

Huelsbeck 1994).  

 

When interpreting the anthropological literature, a standard 

procedure relating to the classification of the Makah culture as 

a member of the Nootkan cultural group was followed.  The Makah 

culture is the only example of a Nootkan culture outside of 

Canada; all other Nootkan groups reside along the western and 

southwestern coast of Vancouver Island.  Scholars recognize the 

close relationship between Makah and the other members of the 

Nootkan cultural category (Curtis 1911, Drucker 1951, Driver 

1961, Arima 1990, Renker 1994).  It is therefore standard 

practice to consider sources relating both to the sub-group 

which is the focus of inquiry (Makah), and nearby closely 

related sub-groups on Vancouver Island, the Nootkans, called 

 u     u ɫ in the Makah language. 

 

For the nutritional component of the Needs Statement, the 

document utilized the methodology and definitions outlined in 

Food Studies (Miller and Deutsch: 2009), recommended by the 
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Society for the Anthropology of Food and Nutrition, formerly the 

Council for Nutritional Anthropology. 

  

The methodology for the Household Whaling Survey IV (Renker 

2018) is discussed in Appendix 2.  

 

Definitions 

 

Pre-contact refers to the chronological time period prior to 

1788.  Historic refers to the chronological time period from 

1788-1933.  Contemporary or modern refers to the chronological 

time period from 1934 till today. 

 

A Makah elder is an individual who is enrolled in the Makah 

Tribe and is over 75 years of age. 

 

Nootkan refers only to Nitinaht and Nootkan peoples since these 

people are closely related subgroups who live on Vancouver 

Island. 

 

Hunters and Gatherers is a collective anthropological term 

referring to one of the five basic subsistence forms: hunting 

and gathering, herding, horticulture, agriculture, and industry 

(Bohannan 1963:212). They are people who hunt or collect foods 

that exist in the environment with little to no directed 

maintenance effort by the people who rely on the resource. 

People who fish as their predominant economic pattern are 

included within the hunting and gathering continuum (Andersen 

and Wadel (1972:153-54), Smith (1977:17)), particularly for 

anthropologists who work within the framework of maritime 

anthropology (Leap 1977). 

 

Subsistence refers to the anthropological concept that 

particular food product or supplement is directly acquired by 

the people who will use the item for local consumption, trade, 

and nutritional purposes. The definition of subsistence used by 

the International Whaling Commission appears in the Annual 

Report of the International Whaling Commission (2003:14) as 

follows: 

 

The definition of aboriginal ‘subsistence use’ proposed by 

the Cultural Anthropology panel of the IWC Meeting of 

Experts on Aboriginal/Subsistence Whaling in February 1979 

(reported in IWC Special Edition 4, 1982) and subsequently 

adopted by the IWC in 1982 (IWC 1983) provided that: 
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(1) The personal consumption of whale products for  

food, fuel, shelter, clothing, tools or  

transportation by participants in the whale  

harvest.  

(2) The barter, trade or sharing of whale products in  

their harvested form with relatives of the  

participants in the harvest, with others in the  

local community or with persons in locations other  

than the local community with whom local residents 

share familial, social, cultural or economic ties. 

A generalized currency is involved in this barter  

and trade, but the predominant portion of the  

products from such whales are ordinarily directly  

consumed or utilized in their harvested form  

within the local community.  

(3) The making and selling of handicraft articles  

from whale products, when the whale is harvested  

for the purposes defined in (1) and (2) above.  

 

Fisherman – The term is used in this report to describe both men 

and women involved in Makah fisheries. The term, fisher, which 

is used as a gender-neutral term in communities outside of the 

Makah Reservation, reminds Makah people of the mink-like animal 

that inhabits its forests. In addition, Makah women object to 

being denied the use of the term fisherman/fishermen, since it 

is an occupation so integral to the life of the community. 

 

Linguistic and Other Conventions 

 

Elements of the Makah language (morphemes, words and the like) 

are printed in bold type to enhance visibility, and are printed 

in the Nootkan font. This font provides the correct phonetic 

representation of the Makah word. 

 

Credentials of the Author 

 

Ann M. Renker received her Ph.D. in anthropology from The 

American University in Washington, D.C. in 1987. Her 

dissertation focused on the grammar of the Makah language. Since 

1980, she has conducted fieldwork and household surveys on the 

Makah Reservation, has published articles about the Makah Tribe, 

and has spoken about her work at national and international 

conferences. A resident of the reservation since 1986, she has 

also been an expert witness for the Tribe since 1994.
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III. WHALE HUNTING AND THE MAKAH TRIBE: THE CULTURAL COMPONENT 

 

Cultural Abstract 

 

Anthropologically, the Makah culture is classified within the 

Nootkan sub-division of Northwest Coast cultures.  The Makah 

people speak a language,               , which is classified as 

a member of the Wakashan language family.  The Makah Tribe is 

the only representative of the Nootkan cultural classification 

and the Wakashan language family in the United States (Renker 

and Gunther 1990, Renker 1994, Cote’ 2010). 

 

Classic descriptions are exemplified in Swan (1860,1870), Curtis 

(1911), Waterman (1920), and Densmore (1939); some of the more 

recent publications include Renker (1994) and Renker and Gunther 

(1990), which span pre-contact through contemporary times, as 

well as Pascua (1991), which concentrates on Makah pre-contact 

life. Like all cultures termed Northwest Coast cultures by 

anthropologists, the classification is based upon factors first 

identified in these cultures as each existed in early historic 

times.  Makah culture exhibits a number of characteristic 

Northwest Coast traits and trait complexes, including: 

 

1. Emphasis on achieved wealth as measured in property and 

hereditary rights; 

 

2. Complex pattern of social stratification; 

 

3. A highly developed painting and wood carving style; 

 

4. A material culture based on the abundance of the wood 

resource in the area, especially when related to the absence of 

other technologies, such as ceramics; and 

 

5. A subsistence pattern based on the utilization of available 

marine, riverine, subtidal and intertidal resources, as well as 

a predictable supply of anadromous fish. 

 

The factors which further classify the Makah culture within the 

Nootkan sub-division provide a more detailed list of items which 

distinguish the Makah culture from other American Northwest 

Coast cultures.  These factors include: a) the integration of 

rank and kinship as the basis for social interaction (Drucker 

1951); b) the integration of land and sea spirits in the 

ceremonial complex which featured both inclusive and exclusive 

secret societies and events (Curtis 1911, Sapir 1939, Sapir and 

Swadesh 1955); c) the development of a highly regulated system 
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of ceremonial and economic privileges, including the ownership 

of, and control over, tangible and intangible properties such as 

whaling grounds, fishing grounds, and other sections of ocean 

and river property (Curtis 1911, Densmore 1939, Drucker 1951); 

and d) the development of ocean-going technologies like fixed 

referent navigation and the construction of sea-worthy canoes 

(Drucker 1951, Renker and Pascua 1989). 

 

These last technologies are prominent components in the most 

dramatic pursuit of the Makah Tribe:  whale hunting.  Several 

Pacific coastal tribes utilized dead whales which happened to 

drift onto the shore, or cultivated ritualists who actively used 

sympathetic magic to entice these drift animals.  In contrast, 

the Makahs and some of their Vancouver Island relatives were 

famous for their active and aggressive hunt of these large sea 

mammals (Swan 1870, Waterman 1920, Densmore 1939). Coté (2010) 

provides a focused discussion of Nootkan and Makah whaling in 

the historic context as well as through a modern lens. 

 

The Whaling Culture of the Makah Tribe 

 

The relationship between Makah people and whales is one of great 

antiquity.  Archaeological data indicate the presence of whale 

bones in sites 2,000-3,000 years before present, including the 

Why-atch site dated at 3,850± 75 years b.p. (Wessen 2012).  Food 

use of drift and stranded whale predated hunting technology.  

Better-known data from the Ozette site demonstrate at least 

1,500 years of continuous whale hunting.  This practice 

continued through the period of contact with non-Indians, and 

persisted into the 20
th
 century.  Recorded history provides a 

variety of dates for the last Makah whale hunt prior to 1999; it 

probably happened during the latter half of the 1920s (Laut 

1928). 

 

Archaeological and ethnohistorical data demonstrate that Makahs 

hunted several species of whales that traveled through their 

territory, including the gray (Eschrichtius robustus), humpback 

(Megaptera novaeangliae), finback (Balaenoptera physalus), and 

right (Eubalaena glacialis) whales. Huelsbeck (1988a:5, 

1994:171) discusses the traits which make both gray whales and 

humpbacks attractive prey.  In addition to swimming slowly and 

near the shore, both types of whales could appear during 

multiple seasons, including the summer.  Humpbacks have also 

been known to migrate along the coast, but not to the extent 

that gray whales do.  Non-Indian whale hunters characterize the 

gray as the more aggressive species of the two during a hunt 

(Hagelund 1987). 
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There is no doubt that Makah people hunted whales in pre-contact 

times, and that the hunt was an important subsistence activity.  

The Ozette site yielded whale hunting gear and over 3400 whale 

bones, including whale bones with embedded harpoon shell blades 

(Huelsbeck 1988a:1). 

 

The Makah archaeological record is supported by ethnographic 

sources like the Jewitt Narrative, one of the most interesting 

and important first-person accounts generated during the 

European exploration of the Pacific Northwest Coast.  John 

Jewitt was one of the surviving crewmembers of the ship Boston, 

which was ravaged and sunk by the Nootkan Chief, Maquinna, in 

Nootka Sound in 1803.  Jewitt remained in Maquinna’s service as 

a slave until his rescue in 1805, and recorded his experiences 

and observations in a diary first published in 1815. 

 

In spite of his ethnocentrism and lack of knowledge of Nootkan 

culture, Jewitt’s observations remain a key document in the 

early historical record of the era.  Jewitt describes the 

enormous amount of time Maquinna and his crew invested in the 

pursuit of offshore whales in 1804 and 1805.  During these 

years, Maquinna had only one successful hunt. 

 

Cavanaugh (1983) indicates that Maquinna’s lack of whale hunting 

success during the 1804 and 1805 seasons at Nootka Sound was not 

indicative of the fate of other hunters, who procured four 

whales during Jewitt’s captivity, compared to Maquinna’s one 

whale.  Simple addition indicates that the people of Nootka 

Sound had the food and product resource of five hunted whales at 

their disposal. 

 

Using a very conservative estimate, Huelsbeck calculated the 

five whales caught at Nootka Sound “would have provided between 

16.25 and 37.5 metric tons of blubber, and could have provided a 

similar amount of meat, depending on whether or not the 

California gray or the larger humpback whale was taken” 

(Huelsbeck 1988a:3).  This huge quantity of meat and blubber 

could have provided between 32.5 and 150 kilograms (72 to 330 

pounds) of edible whale product per person for a village with a 

population of 500 individuals (Huelsbeck 1988a:4). The picture 

is one of abundance, not paucity. 

 

Certainly the total number of whales taken by Makah crews varied 

from year to year.  A minimum of 67 whales were “represented by 

the bones recovered from the late prehistoric level” at Ozette 
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(Huelsbeck 1988a:7), constituting a huge quantity of food 

products and raw material.  Based on historic documents, 

Huelsbeck estimates that whalers of the Yuquot band, a Nootkan 

group, “would have averaged 5 whales per year” (1988:157).  

Densmore reports a much higher success rate for historic Makah 

whale hunters.  “In old times the average catch for a whaler was 

one or two whales a year, but a man often caught four and 

occasionally five in a season” (1939:63).  Wilcox (1895:20) 

provides a more conservative appraisal of the Makah whale hunt 

for the years 1889-1892.  His figures indicate that the Makah 

Tribe averaged 5.5 whales per year (as cited in Huelsbeck 1988: 

152) at a time when the cetacean population had already been 

severely impacted by non-Makah whaling. 

 

James Swan, the most famous chronicler of the Makah people, 

published the following statement about the annual number of 

whales taken by Makahs in 1859, just four years after the Treaty 

of Neah Bay was signed. 

 

      According to the statement of several reliable 

      chiefs, these Indians have taken during the past  

      year 13 whales, 7 of which they killed and 6 were  

      found dead on the beach. They yielded about 10,000 

      gallons of oil. The tribe during the same time have  

      made some 2,000 gallons of oil from dogfish livers.  

      This oil is very pure and burns almost as well as  

      the very best quality of sperm. The dogfish oil is  

      sold to the whites; the whale oil is almost  

      entirely used for eating by these and various  

      tribes up the Straits, with whom it is traded by  

      the Mackahs (sic) (1860
4
: 78-79). 

 

This account is not unusual. From 1859 to 1866, Swan’s diary 

contains almost three dozen entries which mention some 

interaction between Makahs and whales. The following sequence 

from his 1862 diary reflects Makahs hunting and landing whales, 

locating a drift whale, and unsuccessfully attempting to kill 

whales. Note that Hosett is one of Swan’s spellings for Ozette, 

and that all diary entries are reproduced verbatim from the 

original text. 

 

 

                                                 
4
 Original Swan documents like this one appear in Almost Out of the World: 
Scenes in Washington Territory. William Katz, ed. Tacoma: Washington State 

Historical Society (1971), a reprinted collection of some of Swan’s earlier 

and less available writings. I retain the original publication date in 

citations from the book.  
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 March 8 - The Indians killed a whale. It was a   

       young one of the kind called California gray.   

       Walked down this p.m, and got a piece of the fin  

       from Capt. John. I had it boiled and found it very  

       nice and sweet. 

  

       March 26 - Arbarwhoar and other Indians killed a 

       whale at the lighthouse today, report it a very  

       large one. 

  

       March 31 - Indians report that the Hosett people 

       have killed another whale. This makes 4 in 2 at  

       Hosett, one at Tatooche and one at Neeah. 

  

       April 5 - Indians tell one that Aayah of Hosett  

       killed a very large whale on the 3rd. This makes 3  

       whales killed by the Hosett people since New  

       Year's. 

  

       April 11 - Indians was out today after whales near 

       Wyadda but did not get any although we saw two  

       very near them. (Author note - This is most likely Waadah 

       Island.) 

  

       May 13 - Indians found a whale opposite 

       Kiddecubbut this forenoon in sight from  

       the house. It was a dead one, not very large. 

  

       June 30 - Arbarwhoar of Suez killed a whale today  

       at Tatooche. (Author note - This is probably Tatoosh 

Island.) 

  

       July 14 -  Kyalanhoo killed a whale yesterday.  

       Towed it to warm houses. (Author note - There is a 

location on the reservation known as Warm House.) 

 

In this diary sequence from March 8, 1862 to July 14, 1862, Swan 

reported Makahs from a number of villages killing six whales and 

locating one drift animal. The sequence also indicates that not 

all Makah whale hunts were successful, and that Makahs hunted 

whales throughout the winter, spring, and summer.  

 

Makah whale hunting capitalized on the reliable, annual 

northerly migration of the gray whale, and the availability of 

the humpback in their waters.  Archeological data corroborate 

Makah oral history in this regard.  In the Ozette Collection, 

50.51% of the whale bones identifiable by species were from the 
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gray, while another 46.51% came from the humpback (Huelsbeck 

1988a:4).  The remainder of the sample contained finback, right, 

sperm and killer whales.  Huelsbeck interprets the 

archaeological and ethnohistorical data to indicate that the 

finback and right whales were hunted from time to time, while 

the sperm and killer whales “probably represent drift whales” 

(1988a:6), although some Makah families have oral traditions 

which involve hunting these species. 

 

The impressive northbound gray whale migration through Makah 

waters occurs approximately from March to May, and provided a 

predictable resource that could be harvested by eight-man 

whaling crews which set forth in large cedar canoes. Because of 

the reliable nature of this seasonal event, hunting strategies 

could mobilize personnel and resources to await the eventual 

sighting of these whales. In one hunting strategy, lookouts 

stationed at strategic points could see a whale and alert the 

proper individuals, providing enough opportunity for canoes at 

the ready to launch and chase the whales.  (This type of whale 

hunt, termed an offshore hunt in Hagelund (1987) and Webb 

(1988), would be adopted by the non-Indian whaling interests in 

the area centuries later.) In another strategy, whalers would 

set out from land in the dark hours before dawn so they could 

station themselves on the migration route when the sun rose 

(Waterman 1920). 

 

Whale hunts were not restricted to this northerly migration, 

however. Swan mentions that “there are several varieties which 

are taken at different seasons of the year” (1870:19), but does 

not offer any more information on this subject. His diary, 

however, offers instances when Makahs hunted whales in January, 

March, April, June, July, September, and December. It is not 

surprising that Makahs categorized the meat based on seasonal 

characteristics. Densmore (1939:49) reports that Makahs 

distinguished spring whale meat from winter whale meat: 

 

The whales that “run in the spring” and were 

known as “spring whales” were said to have red 

meat because they ate clams and other shellfish 

they scooped off the rocks.  The “winter whale” 

was considered the best and had a layer of white 

fat on the outside and red meat underneath. 

 

Whatever the season, the whale hunt tested the training and 

stamina of the entire crew.  A lucky crew might take a whale 

within a few miles of shore, while some hunts found Makah crews 



21 

 

 

towed thirty or more miles out to sea by an injured whale.  

Whale hunters told Densmore that 

 

A wounded whale usually towed the canoe by means 

of the harpoon rope, held by the men, its speed 

depending on the severity of its wound.  

Sometimes the whale went so fast that the end of 

the canoe went down in the waves.  This towing 

of the canoe might continue for three or four 

days, the whalers waiting until the whale became      

sufficiently weary to be dispatched (1939:52). 

 

These great sea mammal hunts (Swan 1860,1870, Waterman 1920, 

Arima 1983), as well as interceptive and deep water fisheries, 

would not have been possible without a highly developed system 

of fixed referent navigation, and a keen understanding of the 

prevailing wind and weather patterns in Makah marine territory.  

(One appreciates Makah navigational skills more thoroughly when 

one considers that Captain Cook failed to “discover” the opening 

of the Strait of Juan de Fuca because of the thick fog.) 

 

An example of the Makah fixed referent system was provided by a 

Makah elder, Charles Peterson, who began fishing in the 1920s. 

He was the son of Chestoka Peterson, the primary informant for 

T.T. Waterman when he wrote “Whaling Equipment of the Makah 

Indians” (1920). 

 

There’s a ridge on Vancouver Island, I think  

the main peak there is behind Carmanah Light,  

and that’s Carmanah mountain.  That’s the  

highest one, and there’s a ridge behind that  

as you venture to the west, one peak will show  

up behind that as you venture to the west, one  

peak will show up behind that high peak on the  

ridge.  The first one is c     .qabas, the  

second one is   ƛqabas, and then you have a low  

kind of ridge, it drops down for quite a ways,  

and then another peak shows up, and that’s  

in…oh…mostly used for sealing grounds, called  

The Spit.  Now I have electronic navigational  

equipment, and I look upon those landmarks to  

determine just where we actually were when we  

were one peak out, two peaks out, or seven  

peaks out. 

 

When navigating out of sight of land, Makah seafarers relied on 

the prevailing winds and currents, as well as the shape of the 
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waves and behavior of seabirds.  For example, prevailing winds 

in the early morning are mostly easterly, and their afternoon 

counterparts are mostly westerly.  Makah canoes ventured out of 

the sight of land knowing that attention to wind, wave, and 

fauna would return the vessels to land.  

 

Makah ocean voyagers also understood that these navigational 

techniques could lead them directly to prime offshore fishing 

and whaling areas.  In the words of Charles Peterson, 

 

Prevailing currents can predict them.  They run 

on schedule.  They tell direction and duration… 

Once off shore, the current changes every six 

hours: north to south, then south to west, then 

west to north, then north to east.  A massive 

current moves all the time.  Currents are 

predictable and steady… able to predict spawning 

areas. 

 

Great cedar canoes provided the means for Makah seafarers to 

travel these great distances offshore.  Fisherman, sealers, and 

whale hunters each used a different type of canoe which varied 

in size.  The whaling canoe was approximately 36 feet long 

(Pascua 1991) and five or more feet wide (Arima 1983:35).  

Carvers fashioned these vessels from a single cedar log, 

providing canoes that “deserve the very highest place for 

staunch seaworthiness, coupled with great manageableness (sic) 

and speed” (Waterman 1920:9). 

 

A whaling crew consisted of a chief, or the whaler, and seven 

men.  The whaler owned the canoe and the whaling equipment, and 

acted as the sole harpooner in the whaling canoe.  He also owned 

important ceremonial privileges acquired through his hereditary 

status and his ability to interact with the natural and the 

supernatural to assure a successful hunt. 

 

Other crew members included a steersman, a man responsible for 

managing the lines and buoys, numerous paddlers, and a man who 

had a unique responsibility once the hunt was over and the whale 

was dead.  This crewmember, a diver, fastened the whale’s mouth 

shut with a length of rope.  In addition to sealing in gases 

which kept the whale afloat, fastening the mouth prevented water 

from filling the carcass and sinking it (Curtis 1911, Waterman 

1920, Pascua 1991). 

 

Whaling was restricted to the men who could physically and 

mentally withstand the rigors of intensive ritualized training, 
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possessed the hereditary access to the position and its 

ritualized knowledge, and/or underwent a supernatural encounter 

which engendered the gift of whaling ability (Waterman 1920:38-

40, Gunther 1942, Drucker 1951:169-170). 

 

All crew members underwent rigorous ceremonial and spiritual 

preparations prior to beginning a hunt; the success of the hunt 

depended as much on the observance of ritual as the strength and 

talent of the hunters (Sapir 1939:114). 

 

From the white point of view, the matter of 

greatest concern would be the arrangement of the 

tackle within boat, and the methods of 

approaching and striking the quarry.  From the 

Indian standpoint, however, the really important 

matter is the proper observance before and 

during the hunt of the various ceremonial 

performances for procuring help from the 

spirits.  (Waterman 1920:38) 

 

Curtis (1911) provides detailed accounts of rituals whalers used 

to prepare themselves for the hunt. 

 

Prayers and numerous songs form a part of every 

whaler’s ritual.  The secrets of the profession 

are handed down from father to son.  As soon as 

the boy is old enough to comprehend such matters 

and to remember his father’s words, he is 

permitted to accompany the whaling crew on short 

expeditions.  Now also begins his instruction 

concerning the most propitious spots for 

ceremonial bathing places in lakes and rivers 

considered the most dangerous.  At the age of 

twelve he is taken at night and shown how to 

bathe and to rub his body with hemlock twigs so 

as to remove the human taint and render the body 

acceptable to the whale spirit which is being 

supplicated.  Thereafter he bathes alone at 

intervals, while his instruction in prayers and 

songs continues until the father deems it proper 

to retire in the young man’s favor (16).  

 

These ceremonial rigors extended to the wives and relatives of 

the whaling crew, the chief’s wife in particular.  “Therefore, 

the whaler and his wife observe a long and exacting course of 

purification, which includes sexual continence and morning and 

evening baths at frequent intervals from October until the end 
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of the whaling season . . . about the end of June” (Curtis 

1911:16).  This woman was expected to observe a strict set of 

behaviors while the crew was hunting on the ocean, or else cause 

havoc with the crew at sea.  For example, the whaler’s wife was 

required to lie still and utterly motionless the entire time the 

crew was hunting on the ocean.  Lack of attention to this and 

other proscribed behaviors could also result in the capture of a 

whale that was not fat or large enough, or cause the harpooned 

whale to run out to sea instead of in toward the shore (Gunther 

1942).   

 

Physical equipment was also important to the pursuit of the 

whale.  Makah whaling equipment consisted of, but was not 

limited to: harpoons, sealskin floats, fathoms of line made from 

whale sinew, fathoms of line made from cedar, and a variety of 

knives. Detailed discussions of the equipment and its use are 

found in Swan (1860,1870), Curtis (1911), and Waterman (1920).  

Makah archaeological excavations, most notably Ozette, produced 

assemblages of this equipment, some of which are now on display 

at the Makah Cultural and Research Center. 

 

There is an amazing continuity in Makah whale hunting gear.  

Pre-contact whale hunting equipment found at Ozette is 

essentially equivalent to whale hunting gear used by Makahs 

during the middle and late historic period.  This amazing 

continuity does not exclude innovation.  Makah whale hunters 

appreciated innovation and the opportunity to improve the hunt.  

By the turn of this century, Wilson Parker, the Makah whaler of 

Curtis’ photo fame, used a metal Lewis Toggle Hook Harpoon Head 

on the end of his traditional yew wood harpoon, for example.  

Another innovation helped to cut the tedious and tiring job of 

endless paddling:  whaling canoes accepted tows from steamers to 

and from the whaling grounds when the technology became 

available. 

James Swan provided one of the first published accounts in the 

October 22, 1860, edition of the San Francisco Evening Bulletin. 

Swan learned this information while staying with the Makahs 

between October 8
th
 and November 27

th
, 1859. 

         

In attacking a whale, their canoes are 

invariably manned with eight men—six to paddle, 

one to steer, and one at the bow to throw  

the harpoon.  Their harpoons are made either  

of hoop iron, old shearing metal, or a flat  

shell sharpened to a point, having barbs of  

elk horn fastened on each side of the flat  

surface of the point, bound securely with bark,  
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and neatly fastened to a stout lanyard, varying  

in length from one to four fathoms.  The whole of  

the spear head is then smeared over with pitch,  

to give it a smoothness and uniformity of surface.  

The pole or staff is from 15 to 20 feet long, 

tapering at each end.  When used, the lanyard 

is made fast to a buoy of seal skin, taken  

off whole from the animal, and dried with  

the hair side inwards.  This is first blown 

up full of wind, then the end of the pole is  

inserted between the barbs, and darted into  

the whale, leaving the pole which is taken back 

into the canoe.  The short lanyard is used when  

striking the whale in the head, and has only  

one buoy attached. The long one is used in  

striking the body, and has three large buoys  

to it. When a number of these buoys are fastened  

to a whale, he is obliged to remain on or near 

the surface, and is easily killed.  

 

Other descriptions are available in Swan (1870), Curtis (1911), 

Waterman (1920), Drucker (1951), Arima (1983, and Pascua (1991). 

 

It would take a long time to get close to the whale 

while it was on the surface.  Eventually, the crew  

brought the canoe alongside approaching on the left  

side and from the rear where the whale could not see  

them.  The right time to harpoon was when the whale  

was just submerging, with its flukes well under and  

swung towards the canoe so that the animal would  

swing away in reaction and not smash the canoe (Chief  

Jones, personal communication).  The steersman  

watched to see the flukes were in the right position  

and gave the signal to the harpooner who immediately  

drove the harpoon in behind the fore flipper.  At  

once the canoe was swung sharply to the left away  

from the whale, and the first float was thrown out by  

the first right-handed paddler behind the harpooner  

who quickly crouched in the bow to avoid the line  

paying out.  The next paddler back held his paddle  

under the line to have it run out smoothly from space  

before him.  The dangerous moments lasted until all  

the line and floats were all out because someone  

could get caught in a loop or the canoe could be  

capsized or smashed in the first violent struggles of  

the whale before it sounded.  Any disaster that  

happened was thought due to the incorrect observation  



26 

 

 

of taboos or performance of rituals” (Arima 1983:41).  

 

Once the first harpoon had been driven into the whale and the 

first set of floats were secured, a long lance was used to 

“attack the whale, making it bleed profusely” (Densmore 

1939:50).  Makah whalers told Densmore that the process of 

killing a whale, from first harpoon to final dispatch, could 

take as long as “three to four days” (1939:52); ideally, proper 

ceremonial preparations would create a set of conditions which 

would lead to a quick kill, like the one described in Swan’s 

passage earlier in the document. 

 

The successful whaler and his crew now had to tow the enormous 

animal and navigate their precious whale back to land, a process 

which could take two days (Densmore 1939:52).  Unfortunately, 

the long delay in landing the animal could allow putrefaction to 

begin, thus causing the loss of the meat.  The blubber would not 

be adversely affected by this long journey back to the beach. 

 

Ideally, the whaler wanted to land his prize on his own beach at 

his own village.  Using the tide to help him, the whaler beached 

the carcass at high tide, “to get the bones of all his whales in 

one spot” (Arima 1983:43).  If a whaler had to beach his catch 

on another whaler’s beach, payments had to be made; these often 

consisted of portions of the whale. 

 

As the whale was staked and readied to be butchered, the 

community gathered for this event.  Strict protocol governed the 

butchering process, specifying which portions of the whale were 

to be cut in sequence.  Some regulations identified the pieces 

of the whale which had to be decorated and ceremonially treated.  

Others specified which portions were distributed to crewmembers 

and other village inhabitants.  “Then pieces were given to the 

rest of the Tribe in order of rank, a procedure which was always 

carefully observed” (Arima 1983:43).  In effect, the 

distribution of the whale reinforced the stratification of Makah 

society each time the process occurred.  

 

The highly stratified nature of the Makah social system was a 

mirror of the status and structure involved in the entire 

process of the whale hunt.  From ceremonial preparation, to the 

hunt itself, to the ultimate acts of butchering and 

distribution, Makah whaling actualized the social organization 

of Makah society.  The man who acted as the harpooner for a crew 

was the chief, or headman, of a particular social group, usually 

the residents of a single longhouse.  He owned the longhouse, 

the whaling canoe and the equipment.  This man also retained the 
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largest burden of ceremonial preparation.  These two factors, a 

large degree of physical wealth and a close relationship with 

the supernatural, translated into power for the whalers in 

everyday life. 

 

Whalers, or headmen, were ranked at the top of the pyramid of 

social standing which existed within a single longhouse.  Each 

resident was affiliated with the headman in some way; this 

affiliation became the basis for ranking each individual within 

a residence group.  Whaling generated a base from which these 

relationships were constantly reviewed and reinforced.  A 

successful headman could offer prestige, protection and 

resources to the kin and non-kin residents of his longhouse.  A 

headman who experienced consistent failure, ostensibly because 

of poor preparation and ineffective supernatural connections, 

could lose status within his household, and lose non-kin 

residents as a result.  The loss of these residents often 

translated into a loss of physical wealth and social prestige 

for a headman. 

 

The anthropological literature tends to concentrate on the role 

of high-status men in the whale hunt.  Makah oral history and 

articles like Gunther (1942) demonstrate that women played an 

important social, ceremonial and practical role in the whale 

hunt complex.  Men, for example, were not the only ones affected 

by the relationship between the whale hunt and social status.  

The women who married whalers dominated the top of the female 

analog to the male status pyramid.  These women, like their male 

counterparts, found their lives governed by the concept of 

primogeniture.  While whalers tended to be the oldest son of the 

oldest son of a whaler, the whaler’s wife tended to be the 

oldest daughter of an oldest daughter of a whale hunter.  

Matches between the oldest son of one whaler and the oldest 

daughter of another were the ultimate social goal of whaling 

families.  These alliances united two powerful, wealthy 

families, and insured that consolidated social, ceremonial, and 

political power would be transmitted to another privileged 

generation; this procedure is common to historical and 

contemporary royal families. 

 

Oral history and anthropological documents attest to the fact 

that the Makah whale hunt generated a series of criteria which 

governed social processes like status assignations, marriage 

preferences, and ceremonial displays.  The community-at-large 

played an important role in the success of the whale hunt, even 

though its role is far less visible in the written record.   

While anthropologists were most interested in the ceremonial, 
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social, and work activities of the privileged classes, it was 

the support labor that processed, preserved, and prepared the 

whale products, as well as conducted the trade activities.  

People of extraordinary talent in any of these activities were 

recognized and recompensed by those of higher social status.  

These people of talent, when combined with a high status chief, 

resulted in a longhouse with a reputation for great things. 

 

Therefore, whale hunting provided more than a means of 

organizing social groups within a longhouse; the whale hunt also 

provided a mechanism by which longhouses in a single village 

related to each other.  Accumulated ceremonial and economic 

wealth often provided a means to rank the whalers, or headmen, 

vis a vis each other.  This ranked order precipitated to the 

residents of each longhouse.  In effect, whaling generated a 

social dynamic which ranked all Makah individuals within a 

residence group, a longhouse.  The practice also generated a 

social dynamic which ranked all Makah individuals in relation to 

the inhabitants of all other longhouses.  Whaling, in effect, 

provided the central organizational focus for a societal matrix 

that organized all individuals in traditional Makah villages. 

 

In addition to providing the whalers with ceremonial privileges, 

and Makah society with a governing principle and a means to 

subsistence security, the Makah populace received other benefits 

from whale hunts.  These benefits included: 

 

1. Whale products such as blubber and oil proved an important 

source of trade goods.  The Makahs served as the middlemen in a 

huge trade network. Because of their geographical advantage, 

Makahs controlled a critical position in a network which 

functioned north and south along the Pacific Coast, as well as 

from the Pacific Coast to Puget Sound (Swan 1870, Renker and 

Gunther 1990, Renker 1994).  Whale products insured that the 

Makah people enjoyed a high standard of living with diversified 

interests (Huelsbeck 1988, 1994). 

 

2.  Whale products provided a substantial food resource for the 

Makah people.  A 1983 archaeological study indicates that as 

much as 84.6% of the Makah pre-contact diet could have been 

composed of whale meat, oil and other food products (Huelsbeck 

1983:43).  However, more recent collaborative efforts between 

Dr. Huelsbeck and marine biologists have resulted in an 

adjustment to this early statistic.  The previously projected 

size of the gray whales found at the Ozette site was too 

conservative; the mammals could easily have provided 100% of the 

food for the Makah Tribe (Huelsbeck 1995:  personal 
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communication).  In addition to nutrition, 25% of bone tools 

found at Ozette were made from whalebone.  Clearly, whale 

products fulfilled many important subsistence functions.   

 

3.  The skills needed to hunt whales on the open ocean easily 

transferred to other Makah offshore activities, including deep 

water and interceptive fisheries and seal hunting.  These 

pursuits provided additional sources of trade items and food. 

 

4.  Ceremonies needed to prepare whalers and their respective 

families for the hunt provided the Makah culture with a social 

framework that contributed to governmental, social, and 

spiritual stability. 

 

The four cultural points articulated here have corollaries in 

the modern world.   

 

In relation to trade, United States law restricts the sale of 

whale products generated from whales harvested under the IWC 

quota.  However, this law and any related agreements with the 

United States Government do not restrict Makahs from utilizing 

the subsistence-based redistribution networks that already 

existed within the reservation.  Data clearly indicate the 

presence of localized networks that aid in the redistribution of 

whale products, particularly to family members who were not 

adept at processing and preparing whale themselves (Renker 1988, 

Sepez 2001, Renker 2001, Renker 2006, Renker 2011). 

 

Whale products remain a significant food resource for modern 

Makahs, in spite of the fact that only one whale has been 

successfully hunted during the first IWC quota period (1998 to 

2002). Oral history recounts Makahs using drift whales regularly 

until American governmental agencies, personnel, and monitoring 

efforts obstructed use of this resource. Developments in 

communication technology and easier access to remote areas of 

the reservation increased federal monitoring abilities and 

hampered Makah efforts to harvest whale products from drift 

animals as well.
5
 Even today, Makahs speak of a loss of a drift 

or dead whale as a waste of a food resource, a perspective which 

is very different from that of an average American. This 

perspective, that a dead or drift whale sunk or towed out to sea 

was “a waste of food,” surfaced repeatedly in the 2011 HWS III 

as well as in the most recent HWS IV.  

 

                                                 
5
 Makahs report that federal authorities would drag drift whales out to sea, or 

sink whales drowned in nets, rather than allow Makahs to utilize the carcass. 
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During the first IWC quota period, the U.S. government relaxed 

efforts to dispose of drift animals. In the summer of 2001, a 

drift whale that washed ashore in an isolated part of Makah 

territory was butchered and distributed to over 100 Makah 

households.  This event is significant because the increasing 

Makah demand for whale products connected with the revival of 

the Tribe’s whale hunting and lawful access to the drift animal 

motivated more Makahs to utilize the food products and raw 

materials. Since the whale was located on a remote beach with no 

road access, a small fleet of boats ferried whale parts from the 

beach to other boats, then the meat, blubber, bone, and other 

whale parts were transported back to Makah households in Neah 

Bay.  

 

When available, Makahs utilize whale food products such as meat, 

blubber, and oil rendered from blubber as well as other whale 

parts not as well known to non-Makahs as food: eyes, brain, 

heart, and cheeks (the Makah reference to the jaw muscles and 

the fleshy area under the eyes). Modern Makahs have rediscovered 

their ancestral appetite for whale products:  80.4% of surveyed 

households would like whale oil on a regular basis, 85.7% would 

like whale meat on a regular basis, and 63.7% would like blubber 

on a regular basis (Renker 2018). Interest in all three food 

categories increased slightly since the last household whaling 

survey in December 2011 despite the absence of whale products 

during that time.  

 

Numerous survey respondents indicated a preference for sea 

mammal products in their comments, citing both traditional and 

health reasons.  This occurred for several questions in the HWS 

IV, even if the question did not address the use of whales as 

food.  The expression of this preference continued the trend 

from the first three surveys, in which respondents consistently 

connect with whales as a food source. For example, in the 2011 

HWS III, of the 90.6% of respondents who indicated they would 

like to have greater access to whale products in the future, 

44.7% viewed whale foods as healthier, and 21.8% reported that 

consuming whale products connected them to their ancestral 

culture or helped bring ancestral culture to future generations. 

The integral place the whale holds in the food culture of the 

Makah people can also be found in the survey responses which ask 

about the illegal whale hunt in 2007 (Q22 and Q23).  While the 

majority of respondents familiar with this event (84.5%) did not 

agree with the attempt to take a whale, respondents from this 

group were concerned about the “waste of food” because the 

whale, which died as a result of the unsanctioned hunt, sank in 

the Strait of Juan de Fuca. It is doubtful that any other 
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American population south of Alaska would view the loss of such 

a whale as a “waste of food.” 

 

Another difference in food perceptions can be seen in the 

comparison between Makah responses and the reaction of average 

Americans. The tendency of Makah respondents is to connect the 

food they consume with foods their ancestors consumed and the 

foods that future generations will consume, a practice far less 

common for other Americans. Eating whale products allows modern 

Makahs to directly share an experience with their ancestors. The 

Makah perception aligns with the protections in Article 20 of 

the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples (2007) for obtaining subsistence and engaging freely in 

all traditional activities.  

 

The significance of the whale as a food resource was also 

apparent when examining the variety of preparation methods in 

use on the Makah Reservation after the 1999 hunt.  One might 

expect a paucity of recipes and techniques for preparing whale 

meat and blubber, given the seventy-year gap since the last 

successful whale hunt in the 1920s.  Instead, respondents from 

the first HWS provided the following data.  Of the 61.3% of 

respondents who received whale meat from the 1999 whale, 41.5% 

cooked stew, 35.4% grilled steaks, and 34.1% smoked meat.  19.5% 

of the respondents who received meat in 1999 also indicated 

preparation methods other than those offered by the survey.  

These innovative methods included stir frying, kippering, deep 

frying, barbecuing, and boiling.  Two respondents made whale 

burgers, and one created whale sausage.  Of the respondents who 

did not receive whale meat for their personal consumption in 

1999, 84.7% indicated that they would have liked meat from the 

whale (Renker 2001).  

  

With respect to the use of blubber from the 1999 whale, HWS I 

found that of the 75.3% of respondents who prepared blubber, 

22.4% smoked it, 37.9% rendered the blubber into oil, 6.9% 

pickled it, 48.3% boiled it, and 65.5% ate the blubber raw.  An 

additional 3.4% of respondents used the blubber for cosmetic 

purposes.  Several interview respondents did indicate that 

rendering the blubber from the 1999 whale posed problems because 

of the low concentration of fat in the animal (Renker 2001).  

 

Whale oil remains a particularly important commodity for the 

Makah people, and its precious nature increases its value.  The 

rich oil is utilized in the same way many people use olive oil.  

Many Makahs flavor dried or plain food, such as fish, fish eggs, 

potatoes, or bread, by dipping these foods into the whale oil.  
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This traditional use is mentioned in the earliest ethnographies, 

such as Swan (1860, 1870) and Densmore (1939).  In addition, 

whale oil may be used in select ceremonial and ritual 

activities.  In one example, when thrown onto a roaring fire in 

the middle of a longhouse, the whale oil causes the fire to 

blaze up in a most extraordinary manner; this effect looks the 

same to modern Makahs as it did to their ancestors, increasing 

the spiritual connection between past and present. 

 

James Swan wrote the following account of Makah food practices 

and preferences when he spent two months with the Tribe from 

October 8
th
 to November 27

th
, 1859. Swan would eventually become 

the first school teacher on the reservation. 

 

 The Mackah (sic) tribe number at present 

 820 persons, 230 of whom are strong men,  

 or “braves”, and the remainder women,  

 children, and slaves. Their means of  

 subsistence are almost entirely drawn  

 from the ocean, and their principal food  

 is whale blubber and oil, dried halibut,  

 salmon and codfish, together with various  

 other kinds of smaller fish, and shellfish  

 of different kinds, such as mussels, crabs, 

 clams, cockles, limpets, sea slugs and snails.  

 Of late years they have accustomed themselves 

 to some of the white men’s food, such as flour, 

 hard bread, rice, beans and potatoes, and like 

 other Indians are very fond of molasses, which 

 they eat with their bread and rice; but all  

 their other food is usually greased with a  

 plentiful supply of whale oil (1860: 76).  

 

The HWS IV (Renker 2018) attested to the significance of the 

whale as a food resource because of the large number of 

respondents who wanted additional information about processing 

and preparation techniques for whale products.  Of 168 

respondents, 80.4% wanted more information about preparing whale 

meat, 75.0% wanted to know more about butchering whale, 75.0% 

wanted information about rendering oil, and 74.4% wanted to know 

about smoking meat. The interest in each of these categories 

increased since 2011, when the HWS III was conducted. Of 170 

respondents in that survey, 73.2% wanted more information about 

preparing whale meat, 61.1% wanted to know more about butchering 

whale, 70.6% wanted information about rendering oil, and 72.4% 

wanted to know about smoking meat (Renker 2011). 
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In fact, the current response in each of these categories 

represents an increase in interest even when compared to the 

first household whaling survey in December 2001. Of 159 

respondents in that survey, 72.3% wanted more information about 

preparing whale meat, 53.5% wanted to know more about butchering 

whale, 61.6% wanted information about rendering oil, and 61.0% 

wanted to know about smoking meat. It is compelling to note that 

the Makah connection to whale foods continued to increase even 

though whale products have not been available since the 2001 

drift whale. 

 

Modern Makahs continue to maintain an interest in whalebone as a 

raw material.  88.1% of current Makah households report that 

they would like to have access to whale bone on a regular basis. 

71.4% of households would like more information about how to 

clean whalebone so it can be used for carving, and 70.2% would 

like additional information about how to carve whalebone (Renker 

2018). Once again, the HWS IV shows an increase in interest in 

these categories from the previous survey despite of the lack of 

availability of whale bone since 2001. 

 

Whale bone was even less available to the Makah community than 

edible whale products. In HWS I, some people indicated their 

disappointment that the bones of the 1999 whale were not made 

available to the community for private use.  Instead, the Makah 

Tribal Council collaborated with Neah Bay High School, which 

provided vocational opportunities for high school students.  The 

entire skeleton of the 1999 whale was given to the high school 

so that students would learn to clean and prepare the bones for 

reassembly and eventual display at the Makah Cultural and 

Research Center.  The National Marine Fisheries Service, the 

Burke Museum of Natural History and Culture at the University of 

Washington, and the Denver Museum of Natural History were all 

additional participants in this multi-year project (Monette 

2002: personal communication). Some 40 Makah high school 

students learned valuable vocational skills through 

participation in the skeletal assembly project and experienced 

the impressive size and structure of the gray whale. The 

skeleton of the 1999 whale was finally installed in the Makah 

Cultural and Research Center in November 2005 (Pamplin 2005), 

and continues to symbolize the vital restoration of Makah 

whaling under the Tribe’s treaty right. 

 

Most importantly, modern Makahs celebrate the ceremonial rigor 

and discipline that was so important to their ancestors. A 

comparison of the four household whaling surveys provides 

evidence attesting to this statement.  39.6% of respondents in 
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HWS I reported that they had actively participated in whaling 

ceremonial practices since the 1999 whale was harvested, and 

that 21.6% of their household members were also active 

ceremonial participants. (When respondents and household members 

were considered together, 28.3% of the study population reported 

engaging in whaling ceremonial practices.) These figures were 

meaningful, given the seventy-year hiatus in whale hunting, as 

well as the secretive atmosphere which surrounds these 

activities.  

 

The HWS IV found that 39.9% of respondents have actively 

participated in whaling ceremonial practices, a slight increase 

since the first HWS. The consistency in the percentage of 

respondents who engage in whaling ceremonial activities is 

remarkable, given the number of ceremonial activities which 

cannot be practiced unless a whale hunt is in preparation or 

progress. A substantial percentage of respondents reacted 

negatively to the 2007 hunt because of the lack of ceremonial 

preparation and planning of that crew.  With respect to 

ceremonial activities that are available to Makahs, there is 

high participation across the community.  For example, 83.3% of 

Makahs report that they attend potlatches, a ceremonial practice 

that was prohibited during the assimilation era (Renker 2018).  

This datum tells us that when given the opportunity, Makahs do 

participate in ceremonial activities that were once unavailable 

to them as a result of government policies. Whaling ceremonials 

would likely see similar rates of participation.  

 

The serious attention given to the ceremonial preparation 

requirements also acted as an indicator for many respondents who 

rated the positive impact that the whale hunt had on the social 

and behavioral aspects of Makah life (Renker 2001), and the 

negative attention directed internally and externally at the 

Tribe after the 2007 illegal hunt (Renker 2018). For many 

Makahs, it is this dedication to the lengthy and rigorous 

ceremonial preparation that distinguishes a proper whale hunt 

from one that is questionable or improper. 84.5% of respondents 

in the HWS IV were familiar with the 2007 attempt to take a 

whale without proper ceremonial preparation or federal sanction, 

and 47.2% of these respondents viewed the attempt as detrimental 

to the Tribe, in part because the crew did not follow ancestral 

protocol. To many survey respondents, the 2007 hunt did not 

respect the protocol of two worlds, the secular or the 

spiritual. A lengthier discussion of this hunt is located below. 

 

Unlike the survey responses which related to the whale as food, 

the survey responses associated with ceremonial practices did 
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